240                    CONTA RINI FLEMING :

We hurried on for three or four hours. I told Tita tc
hare his eye for any of the Delnni household. As we were
passing the gate of the Villa of the Temple, he turned
round on the box, and said, l By the blood of the Holy
Baptist, your Excellency, there is the little Maria, Signora
Alceste"'s attendant. She just now entered that side door.
I knew her by the rose-coloured ribbons which I gave her
last carnival/

' Bid she see us ?'

11 think not, for the baggage would have smiled.'

'Drive back a hundred yards.'

It was sunset. I got out of the carriage, and stole into
the gardens of the villa unperceived. I could see no lights
in the building. From this I inferred that Alceste was
perhaps only paying a farewell visit to her father's house.
I ran along the terrace, but observed no one. I gained the
chapel, and instinctively trod very lightly. I glanced in
at the window, and perceived a form kneeling before the
altar. There was a single taper. The kneeling figure
leant back with clasped hands. The light fell upon the
countenance. I beheld the face of Alceste Contarini.

I opened the door gently, but it roused her.    I entered

* I come/ I said, * to claim my bride.'

She screamed; she leaped upon the altar, and clung to
the great ebony cross. It was the same figure and the
same attitude that I had beheld in my vision in the church.

'Alceste/ I said, 'you are mine. There is no power in
heaven or on earth, there is no infernal influence that can
prevent you from being mine. You are as much part of
me as this arm with which I now embrace you.* I tore
her from the cross ; I carried her fainting form out of the
chapel.

The moon had risen. I rested on a bank, and watched
with blended passion and anxiety her closed eyes. She
was motionless, and her white arms drooped down ap-